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DOCUMENTING A VANISHING GEORGIA 
Carroll Hart 
Today, as in no other period of time, people are actively aware of their 
vanishing heritage. They band frantically together to save the wilderness, save 
the marshland, save the endangered species, save the Fox Theater, save the 
dialects. The "saves" are legion. There is an urgency in the air, as if overnight 
the marsh will be drained, the Fox bulldozed, and the dialects will vanish 
from the hills. 
The archivist is poised in the eye of this storm. Hovering on the crest 
of the wave, he or she is not only playing a major role in the preservation. 
battle, but is attempting to document the work of the "saves." If all is lost 
in the maelstrom, the archivist is determined that evidence will remain of 
man's efforts to hold back the tide. 
The archivist who has seriously pursued his profession through the 
years soberly realizes the urgent need for decisive documentation. It is almost 
too late to save a good part of our written heritage. Much has already been 
lost, but we still have a fleeting opportunity to grasp the images of that past 
by systematically locating, identifying, and archivally preserving historic 
photographs. 
No one dreamed, in France, in 1822 when Niepce made the first 
permanent photograph, that the process was to become so popular. L.J.M. 
Daguerre, working with Niepce in 1829, experimented with an exposed 
iodized silver plate fumed with mercury vapor and found that an image could 
be captured. His process was so successful, the idea mushroomed. The world 
suddently became smaller as pictures made it possible for a person to see 
the Indians of the Plains and the buildings of Paris in the comfort of the 
family parlor. With modern improvements in photographic equipment, the 
smallest child could take snapshots with success. 
Despite this popularity, it has taken a long time for the photograph to 
be recognized as a valuable documentary resource. For years, photographs 
were looked upon lightly as a novelty. They were more numerous than old 
shoes in the family closet. Not one, but several family members took photo-
graphs. Most of the pictures were left unidentified until even the person who 
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made them had difficulty remembering when, where, or why the picture was 
taken. All too often when Great Aunt Minnie died, her nieces and nephews 
quickly viewed her carefully preserved collection of unidentified photographs 
and threw them into the trash along with other so-called debris of her home. 
Each day, innumerable historic photographs become part of the refuse 
of city dumps. Many of the pictures that remain in private hands won't be 
identifiable five os so years from now because the older family members 
who hold their secret will have passed away. The time, the place, the indivi-
duals, and the event will be unknown to those left behind. 
General W. i:. Sherman and his staff posed before 312 East Fourth Avenue home in 
Rome, Georgia, 1864 (Floyd County - 75). Courtesy, Georgia Department of Archives 
and History. 
It is hard to determine just when the documentary value of the photo-
graphic image itself began to be recognized. Some say that the poignant 
portrayal of hunger and of the tenant farmers' fight against soil erosion 
during the Depression and early New Deal days established photographs a~ 
serious documents. Others credit the film of President Kennedy's assassina-
tion and, more recently, that recording man's first step on the surface of 
the moon. Some ascribe to the nostalgia craze the impetus for the perser-
vation of old photographs because of the sudden demand for them in tele-
vision documentaries, advertisements, and the historic restoration of streets, 
homes, and public buildings. 
Perhaps iri these days of "Future Shock" when change comes so · 
quickly and life seems to have lost many of its stabilizing elements, man sees 
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in the photograph clear evidence of where he has been. The archivist realizes 
that the photograph image often captures a fragile and unique aspect of 
man's experience that cannot be expressed through other r:nedia. 
My interest in photography began long before I became involved in 
archives work. In photography class in college, I was introduced to the 
miracle of the darkroom and began to appreciate a good photograph. I 
learned that though a photograph could be technically perfect, this alone 
was not enough; the picture must have composition and content. I learned 
much from Henri Cartier-Bresson, author of 'The Decisive Moment , who 
believed strongly that life should be documented as.it is lived. 
The idea of a project to document the vanishing elements of Georgia's 
life through photographs, came to me about seven years ago. The plan was to 
employ archival techniques to copy old photographs and to process the film 
under optimum archival conditions. The goal was to obtain pictures from 
across the State that reflected life as it was lived in the past, but due to a 
lack of staff and funds, the project did not get under way until 1975. At that 
time, a modest, privately funded, experimental program called "Vanishing 
Georgia" was initiated, using volunteers to select and describe pictures for 
preservation. After visits to three counties, the project had proven its archival 
value by obtaining several hundred historic photographs previously unknown 
to researchers. 
Boating on Broad Street, Rome, Georgia, during 1886 flood (Floyd County - 12). 
Courtesy, Georgia Department of Archives and History. 
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Along with the challenge and excitement of the process, this achievement 
justified major efforts to obtain adequate funding. A number of the larger 
companies in Georgia were contacted for financial support, but their 
resources had already been committed to Bicentennial projects. The search 
was then extended to national foundations and to federal grant programs. 
Dr. Margaret Child of the Research Collections Division of the National 
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) encouraged our Department to apply 
to the Endowment for grant support. With the final approval of the NEH 
grant application in 1976, "Vanishing Georgia" was on its way. 
Aunt Jo Welchel's house, Oriental Hill, in Dahlonega, 1903 (Lumpkin County - 60). 
Courtesy, Georgia Department of Archives and History. 
The parameters of the grant called for a four-person field team of 
archivists and photographers to travel to twenty counties within the grant 
year. Having located themselves in a courthouse, library, shopping mall, or 
other centrally located spot, the team would loc_ate, describe, and copy 
historic images. After two to three days of film ing, the team would then 
return to the Department laboratory to process and print the film aiad to 
catalog the pictures for research use. In addition, the grant called for the pub-
lication of a procedures manual that would assist others initiating a similar 
project. 
Proper planning and concern for local support in each county has· been 
critical to the success of "Vanishing Georgia." While the field team always 
provides local contacts with brochures, posters, news releases, and radio/TV 
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announcements describing the project, it is the personal effort of hometown 
volunteers that opens the contents of long-stored trunks and boxes to view. 
Volunteers also enlist the aid of family members in identifying the old photo-
graphs while "Vanishing Georgia" staff members record these descriptions 
and the · stories connected with them on audio tape for future research use. 
Sometimes the local historical society, landmark group, Bicentennial 
Committee, or patriotic organization takes the lead in sparking enthusiams 
for the pooJect within the county. In some areas, school children have painted 
posters and stores h.ave prepared special window displays utilizing antiquas, 
advertisements, and photographs. Even postmasters have helped spread the 
work in rural areas. 
"Vanishing Georgia" is contagious. It brings about a sense of commu-
nity spirit that catches on easily. A visit to the site of the "Vanishing Georgia" 
filming operation becomes "old home week" with the local committee 
serving coffee and cookies to the citizens bringing in pictures. Older resi-
dents, waiting for the return of their pictures, tell stories and laugh over the 
customs and costumes of earlier days. The team soon finishes their work and 
moves on to another county, leaving behind a wave of nostalgia that fingers 
on and on. 
l "···f·L·.'· .·-· ' :;:· 
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Workers at Habersham County Sawmill c. 1915 (Habersham - 16). Courtesy of Georgia 
Department of Archives and History . 
Often weeks later, citizens will find other pictures which they then take to 
the "Vanishing Georgia" bus in another county or bring to the Archives 
for filming. 
To date, "Vanishing Georgia" has visited some thirteen counties, and 
the success of the project has guaranteed its continuation for yet another 
year. Our Department looks forward to working with local archivists and 
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